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On December 31, 2019, the Wuhan Munici-
pal Health Commission in Hubei Province, 
People's Republic of China, reported a cluster 
of 27 cases of pneumonia of unknown aetiol-
ogy with onset of symptoms on December 8. 
There was a common exposure to a wholesale 
market for seafood, fish, and live animals in 
Wuhan City (1). It was a report that many of 
us in the field of epidemiology and public 
health read from the news and alerts notified 
by the WHO, but... at that time (almost) no-
body could even imagine the tsunami that 
was coming for most of the world. 
After the initial outbreak in China, it was 
quickly determined (on January 7) that the 
disease was caused by a new coronavirus, 
which had many similarities to the one which 
caused the 2003 SARS pandemic. These sim-
ilarities explained why it was named as se-
vere acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 
2 (SARS-CoV-2) (2). This virus has charac-
teristic club-shaped spikes that project from 
their surface, which in microscopic image re-
sembles the solar corona, from which their 
name derives. As a curiosity to additionally 
explain the term, the original Latin word co-
rona meant 'garland worn on the head as a 
mark of honour or emblem of majesty,' and, 
by extension, 'halo around a celestial body.' 
In fact, the word has come down through time 
more or less unchanged in Spanish and Italian 
(and other Latin-based Romance languages), 
in which the word for 'crown' is today written 
exactly as 'corona'. 
In parallel to the identification of the causa-
tive viral microorganism, public health 
measures were initiated. According to the in-
formation disclosed by the Chinese authori-
ties, an epidemiological investigation led by 
a national team of specialists began on De-
cember 31, 2019, and the following public 
health procedures were implemented: case 
isolation, identification and follow-up of con-
tacts, environmental sanitation and labora-
tory research (3).  
Since then, the situation has changed dramat-
ically. The WHO first declared a global pub-
lic health emergency on January 31, then an-
nounced on February 11 that the new corona-
virus disease should be renamed "COVID-
19", and on March 11, declared the outbreak 
a pandemic (4). 
After the already described onset of the out-
break in China, coronavirus cases started to 
spike in South Korea and other Asian coun-
tries at the beginning of February, and later in 
the month, COVID-19 cases began to in-
crease in Italy and Spain sharply. Many other 
European countries were also affected, and 
on March 11, President Trump banned all 
travel from 26 European countries. On March 
13,he declared the US national emergency. 
The situation has escalated to a scenario of 
severe consequences and, at the time of writ-
ing this Editorial, there have already been 
identified 3.3 million cases in the world, with 
about 1.2 million being active and ongoing 
cases, roughly 1 million recoveries, and more 
than 234,000 deaths (5). The virus has spread 
to at least 185 countries and regions around 
the world in four months, with half of human-
ity being locked down, something unprece-
dented in the memory of those of us who are 
living in this moment. 
In terms of health alone, the challenge is un-
precedented. Coordinated national responses, 
along with intelligent use of field data tools 
for surveillance of cases and contact-tracing, 
are needed to prevent the unrestrained spread 
of the virus and reduce the impact on the nor-
mal functioning of hospital systems. It is also 
crucial to search for a vaccine and proper 
treatments. 
Given the global dimension of this challenge, 
which requires worldwide and regional coor-
dination and coherence, and despite criticism 
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from individual governments and specific 
circles, we should strengthen with total deter-
mination the role and resources available to 
the WHO and, in our European dimension, to 
the ECDC. 
When it comes to finding guidance to guide 
our actions, in addition to all the inspiration 
provided by the above-mentioned interna-
tional institutions, our set of ten "Essential 
Public Health Operations" (EPHOs) frame-
work has proven to be vital in tackling this 
challenge (6,7). In this case, it is obvious the 
importance of the surveillance of population 
health (EPHO 1), and the monitoring and re-
sponse to health hazards and emergencies 
(EPHO 2). However, we cannot forget the 
relevance of all other essential operations, 
such as: the communication and social mobi-
lization for health (EPHO 9); the one which 
allows us to articulate solutions for an effec-
tive vaccine (EPHO 10 and 5); the health pro-
tection interventions including environmen-
tal, occupational, and food safety (EPHO 3); 
the promotion of population health and well-
being tackling inequalities and the broader 
social and environmental determinants 
(EPHO 4); the proper health governance for 
health, together with reliable infrastructures 
and financing to ensure the resources and vi-
ability of public health interventions (EPHO 
6 and 8); and, the responsibility to ensure a 
competent workforce (EPHO 7). 
And speaking of the latter, which many of us 
are passionately committed to, ASPHER, as 
Europe's representative organization for 
Schools of Public Health, has made a coura-
geous statement in response to the situation 
raised by the novel coronavirus disease 
(COVID-19) outbreak emergency (8), in-
cluding the demand for recognition of public 
health professionals, and the provision of re-
sources required to carry out their mission 
properly. The full ASPHER statement can be 
read through the link https://www.as-
pher.org/articles,4,68.html, and the complete 
list of signatories is available at 
https://www.aspher.org/aspher-covid19-
statement-signatories.html. 
Beyond the strict public health and healthcare 
dimension, our societies will also need to 
tackle the significant economic and social 
challenges posed by this appalling event. The 
new coronavirus will cause direct damage 
due to the sharp fall in demand and supply-
side disruption. Its consequences will depend 
on the duration of the crisis and how it is 
managed at every level (international, supra-
national and national). In many of our coun-
tries, we are already seeing or foreseeing an 
impact on employment, along with all the as-
sociated consequences for social cohesion 
and politics, and for people's health. 
Effective leadership capability at these three 
levels is critical. Moreover, if we do well, we 
have the potential to emerge even better and 
stronger than we are now. We can try to avoid 
old mistakes and build a fairer society. On the 
other hand, the effects of the crisis may be a 
motivation or incentive to improve in various 
economic areas, such as technology, mobil-
ity, and energy dependence. Furthermore, the 
pandemic comes at a critical juncture for 
multilateralism and integration. 
Let me conclude with a sentence from the 
Spanish Nobel laureate Jacinto Benavente: 
"Life is like a journey on the sea: there are 
days of calm and days of stormy weather; the 
important thing is to be a good captain of our 
ship." This is sound advice for Public Health 
practice and, but it is not always easy to take, 
especially in the permanent situation of un-
certainty, feelings of vulnerability, or over- 
information, most of the time confusing and 
distressing, that brings the crisis of the 
COVID-19 under its arm. 
Nevertheless, we live in a world where we are 
interconnected, we share more than ever what 
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we know, and I am sure that solutions will 
come much sooner than we could ever con-
ceive.  
For all these reasons, there is reason for opti-
mism, and for thinking that Public Health  
will come out more recognized and strength-
ened not because of our selfish interest, but 
for the good of our people. 
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